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Tins paper is concerned with the significant symbolic and ritual applications of water in the
Christian religion. The presence ofwater both actual and figural in the Christian tradition stretches
back to pre-Christian Judaism and the history of water as it appears in the scriptural accoimts.
The history of the relation between water and Christian faith and ideas begins in the religions of
Israel and extends C(mtinuously up to the present. This history is nuirked by the geography, ancient
politics, and anthropology of water and water usage, such tliat the scriptures cannot be properly
understood without taking these into account. In recent eco-theological reflection, water has be-
come an object ofrenewed religious concern. TJie author reflects on how the Christian symbolism
of water sets up a reciprocal relation between water as a religious, as well as a natural, rescmrce.
"Benedic, Doniine, lianc aquam..r
— consecration of water,
Roman Missal
As I went down to the river to pray,
studying about that good 'ole way
Lord show me the way."
— traditional American hymn
The nature and the characteristics of wa-
ter lend themselves delightfully to religious
sensibility: water as agent of cleansing, as
drink, as vital fluid of plant and animal life,
as precipitation in the form of rain, snow,
sleet and dew, as a prime shaper of the geo-
logical surface, as shaper of geographical
boundaries, as the medium of irrigation, as
source of cooling and refreshment, as cause
of natural disaster, as agent of death. All of
these images emerge in the narratives of the
Bible. In the scriptures, water mirrors
heaven, it is the only abundant terrestrial el-
ement that also comes from heaven. Rain
symbolizes divine favor and forgiveness (1
Kings 8:35-36). not only for the Covenant
People but for all people, since God cov-
enants with all creation. Indeed, water, a
most everyday thing, is regarded as a divine
gift when it falls from the sky and is a sign
of divine activity in the world (cf. Job 38:28).
Water is survival and is essential to crops,
and to be lacking in it is nothing short of a
plague, a sign of divine disfavor. Rain sym-
bolizes the covenantal symbiosis of the di-
vine and human: human beings till the soil,
but only the Divine can water it (Isa 30:23).
God and humans, created in God's image,
together create agriculture.
Is it any wonder then that rain becomes a
metaphor for divine righteousness and salva-
tion?
Shower. O heavens, from above,
and let the skies rain down
righteousness;
let the earth open, that salvation may
spring up,
and let it cause righteousness to
sprout up also:
I the Lord have created it.
(Isa 45:8)
Religious renewal itself finds metaphori-
cal expression in the activities of agriculture
and the theology of rain.
Sow for yourselves righteousness;
reap steadfast love;
break up your fallow ground;
for it is time to seek the Lord,
that God may come and rain
righteousness upon you.
(Hos 10:12)
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This is so much the case that in the great
prophetic text from Joel couceming the seud-
ing of the Holy Spirit upon all people, the
metaphor of pouring rain is used (Joel 2:23.
28-29; cf. Isa 44:3).
The wide variet>- of theological metaphors
entailing water is striking. Water becomes
essential for ritual cleansing throughout the
Law of Israel as it is applied to priest and
people alike. Employment of water for rins-
ing, cleansing, and purifying of body and ob-
jects of sacred and of everyday use abounds.
Water purifies. Water also restores life, espe-
cially in the arid places of Israel's wander-
ings. And, of course, it is a major controversy
over water that leads to the death of the great
prophet Moses (Nuni 20:1 Off). Repeatedly,
the miracle of providing water from the rock
of the desert inspired the praise of the scrip-
ture writers. Water is also the metaphor for
the Spirit of God drenching the prophets and
the people with purification and illumination.
The prophet becomes like a fountain, gush-
ing forth the spiritual word like an abundance
of life-giving, purifying water. Water is so
essential to the metaphor of the Spirit and
spiritual renewal that those who are filled with
the Spirit themselves become spiritual re-
sources/sources like fountains or wells of
water (Isaiah 58: 1 1 ). Not to heed the prophet's
word is to suffer a dearth of the divine Spirit.
Spiritual "dryness" results. By the same to-
ken, the lack of water is a curse, the rationing
of water as sign of oppression (cf. Lam 5:4;
Ezek 4:11. 16-17). Wateriessness or water
shortage becomes a sign of divine disfavor.
But the eschatological hope of Israel includes
both purifications with water and a pure river
of water quenching thirst and watering the
healing trees of paradise (Ezek 36:25; 47: 12).
The New Testament continues much of
this sense but reconfigures it through the sac-
rament of baptism. Jesus's forerunner John
baptizes with water: but Jesus, he declares,
with biiptize with the Spirit and with fire (cf.
Mt 3: 1 1 , par). Indeed, his baptizing the peni-
tent with water is understood by him to be a
preparation for the Spirit-baptism brought by
Jesus (Jn 1 :3 1 ). Jesus however is himself bap-
tized simultaneous with water and the Spirit.
the model of all Cliristian baptism (v. 16). The
divine sourcing of water becomes applied to
Jesus in conjunction with liis disciples endan-
gennent from the waves upon the Sea of Gali-
lee because of the weather: they then confess
his Lordship over the water (Lk 8:25). The
fluids of life, water and blood, are both under
Jesus's Lordship over all the elements of life,
as signified in the wedding at Cana, with his
miracle of turning water into wine (Jn 2:6ff)-
The prophetic metaphorical connection be-
tween water and Spirit and baptism making
persons sources of the Spirit, i.e.. gushing
springs of living water, is supremely reflected
in the conversation of Jesus and the woman at
the Samaritan well (Jn 4: 10. 1 3). In the great
conversation with Nicodemus, "born of water
and the Spirit" (Jn 3:5) when read in light of
the water and blood that flowed from the cru-
cified body of Jesus at Ms death (Jn 19:34) so
that two dimensions of life are conveyed:
water for the body, and God"s Spirit for the
human spirit (cf 1 Jn 5:6, 8, in a most remark-
able passage that symbolically unites water,
blood, and Spirit). That those who are bap-
tized in the Spirit become sources of the Spirit
is itself modeled by Jesus when he declares:
[L]et the one who believes in me drink.
As the scripture has said, "Out of the
believers heart shall flow rivers of
living water."
(John 7:38)
This metaphor has particular ethical force in
the Epistle of James where he condemns the
hypocrisy of impure together with pure speech
in Christian discourse (Jas 3:11). The use of
water does have an empty ritual expression
in the washing of governor Pilate's hands upon
the victimizing crucifixion of Jesus (Mt
27:24). The prophetic sense of aquatic crisis
returns in the book of Revelation. In this
apocalyptic vision, the kinds of global pollu-
tion is clearly taken as a divine plague be-
cause of the radical injustice within the hu-
man community— nature itself has been de-
graded (cf Rev 8:10-11 ; 16:4) and the great
river dries up (16:12). When eschatological
healing comes, it is prophetically symbolized
by water, a river of life healing and quench-
ing the thirst for righteousness (Rev 21:6;
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22; 1 ). Indeed, the connectiou with water and
Spirit is complete:
The Spirit and the bride say. "Come."
And let everyone who hears say. "Come."
And let everyone who is thirsty come.
Let anyone who wishes take the water
of life as a aift-
(Rev 22:17)
Each of these senses pours through the
chief watery symbol of the Christian faith:
baptism. Because of this, the richness of wa-
ter as a symbol must be explored, first as a
hermeneutical key to developing religious
understanding and then in terms of each dis-
crete feature. But the analysis becomes re-
The water *s surface is pierced by the
body that has '^died*' to the world, only
to be pierced immediately again by the
body that rises to new life in the Spirit.
versed as well, due to the fact that eco-theol-
ogy and the theology of nature have made the
condition and quality of water and its natural
sources a matter of religious concern.
Three liquids are found frequently in Chris-
tian sacramental ritual: water, wine, and oil.
Baptism, the first and unrepeatable sacrament
for the individual Cliristian unites her or him
with the community of Christ. This sacramen-
tal act is the all-encompassing symbol of mean-
ing, experience, and history in the life of the
Church. The second fundamental sacrament,
the Eucharist, representing the body and blood
of Christ and liis sacrifice, contains another liq-
uid, wine.' The tradition of symbolizing the
blood of Christ with wine that is consumed sig-
nifies a kind of purification that removes that
which corrupts and condemns us, but it simul-
taneously provides illumination and regenera-
tion. There is a third vital liquid in Christian
ritual, oil, a blessed medium used in the anoint-
ing of the sick for their healing. With the water
of baptism, there is yet another sense of purifi-
cation of the conscience in that new life of faith
that comes by the Creator Spirit of God. This
sense is conveyed by water that comes from a
"living source." such as a stream or a lake.
Water has been used in vaiious ritual ways
since the early church and is blessed in differ-
ent ways. Upon occasion in the eaily church,
worshippers would be sprinkled with holy wa-
ter upon entering the church in a rite called,
hydrolamietcs (introduction by water). Pope
Leo rV required that dl entering worship should
be sprinkled with holy water and that the words
be invoked over them: "Omni die Dominica,
ante missam, aqiiam benedictani facite. iinde
papains et lacafidelium asper^anmr' By the
high Middle Ages, the faithful would bring holy
water home with them and sprinkle it upon all
their hvestock and possessions and even food
as a popular rite of purifica-
tion. Of course, most typi-
cally, the faithful apply the
holy water to themselves
upon entering a church, dip-
ping their fingers in the re-
ceptacle known as the
canrharus (ablution foun-
tain). In all of the rituals, the
Holy Spirit is invoked, since the water is re-
ceived on account of its twin functions of pu-
rification and illumination. Thus, many "little
baptisms'" are received throughout the Chris-
tian journey by many of the world's Christians.
This reflects the need for renewal of faith
tlirough the Holy Spirit with the simple prayer,
"purify me. illumine me."
Baptism, at its most profound, becomes
symbolically related to death. In the mode of
immersion or. rather, submersion, the act of
baptism becomes a ritual identification with the
death and burial of Jesus's body.- The apostle
Paul conveys this sense of being "buried with
Christ" through baptism (cf. Rom 6:4). To be
lowered beneath the waters" surface is likened
to the lowering of the dead into the tomb— but
in baptism only to be immediately drawn out
of the water in the likeness of the resurrected
body of Christ (v. 5). Beyond the image of
washing, the body of water receives the body
of the believer for a "burial"" plunge. As with
the surface of the ground, the liquid surface is
a level below which the human body does not
survive— indeed, it is placed beneath in order
to remove its lifeless form from the presence
of the living in the most respectful manner
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possible. The water's surface is pierced by the
body that has "died" to the world, only to be
pierced immediately again by the body that
rises to new life in the Spirit. The body of water
has come to represent the earth itself receiving
her own in their death and burial. The earth is
the place where the Lord demonstrates domin-
ion over life as life-giver by redeeming life that
cannot sustain the life which earth gives. And
after all. earth is also a grave. Water and earth
share earthliness, but the human body is called
to transcend the dictates of earthliness and wa-
ter serves as the medium to represent this hope
in the sacramental act of baptism.
The reconciling Spirit, indeed, the Spirit that
is reconciliation, so pervasive in creation that
all life breathes by this breath,^ is the veiy bond
of the elements, the fundamental data/wisdom
giving serendipitous order to everything. But
in reference to the very special work of re-
deeiniug the human, made in the divine im-
age, the Spirit becomes bath and drink for the
individual. The purity and life-giving, life-
rejuvinating nature of the Spirit is expressed
in temis of water. It is almost as if the meta-
phorical imagination of the biblical authors
sensed a profound relation between air and
water. In a very general sense, the air is life
and the water its congealed fomi. In one of
abundantly and purely that pmification and re-
juvenation are simultaneous. Indeed, there is a
reason why the seminal baptismal texts of scrip-
mre place the ritual at the riverside. There is a
cleansing flow that both removes what it scours
away and quenches thirst when one but opens
the mouth. Ciirist's remarks to the woman at
the well in the Gospel of John indicate that the
new creation of rebirth in him turns the indi-
vidual into a prophet and, therefore, a source
of life, producing from within themselves "riv-
ers of living water' to refresh others.
Rivers and baptisms are symbols not
unique to Judaism and Christianity. The gi-eater
and smaller watery streams are universal geo-
graphical features invested with symbolic sig-
nificance. Rivers are often regarded as living-
even divine— currents in the midst of the di-
vine earth, watering everything in their path.
The flowing river brings life, even civilization
and. when flooding, death. Virtually every
great river entwined with human histor>' has
its own religious history has its own religious
history, often hypostasized in ways that non-
flowing bodies of water, such as lakes and seas,
are not. Perhaps a river's desirable banks, upon
wliich towns and cities are built, whose courses
make navigation through these spots of civili-
zation possible, where people both bathe and
& boat, are the cause of this/. . £ u ^ I personification. Rivers ofwant tofocus upon two matters where l^^ j^^^^ ^^^ ^^^^ ^^_
the treatment of water needs a religious mamty in ways that seas
sensibility in order to consider ''water i ^^^ t^^" ^^^^ ^ ^^•^
^
te But the fact that, tunda-
rights'^— not in the sense ofwho pOS- * mentally, baptism is origi-
sesses them, but in terms of what rights ^^^^^y ^ ^^^^^ ^" ^ "^'^^
whose courses cleanse
are due to wsiierfrom its human agents, andairn, theoffscounng
"' away most signifies our
the most profound texts, intended to make this
connection, the apostle Paul writes in 1
Corinthians, "We were all made to drink of
one Spirit,'"— the breath of God. But this is
anticipated in the image of all being baptized
into one Spirit in Ephesians. Neither is re-
ducible to the other; there is both a bathing
and a drinking, as if one has come to an oasis
in the midst of the death of devastation and
desert and can plunge into a river flowing so
religious attachment to the river. To enter its
current is to enjoy its purifying dynamic, as
well as to draw upon its refreshment and
sources of food and irrigation.
I want to focus upon two matters where
the treatment of water needs a religious sensi-
bility in order to consider "water rights"— not
in the sense of who possesses them, but in terms
of what rights are due to water from its human
agents. Because pollution has become so per-
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vasive in nature, the sacred roles have become
reversed. Ritual purification can no longer be
a nietter solely for the benefit of a hum^m sub-
ject, but it must encompass the very sacramen-
tal medium of the water itself. The first is pu-
rification by sterilization, either through in-
tense heat or through chemical attack upon the
microbial bloom in water. The second is a
kind of "baptism of the baptismal element."
Because the religious resource is also a natu-
ral resource, the natural resource itself now
requires its own religious resource. "Water
rights" takes on a whole new meaning.
Religious sensibility is required for the at-
tending to water purity and purification. What
we find is that mere environmental conserva-
tism is itself looking for religious resources
for the care of natural resources. Wlien ef-
forts to achieve water purity are pursued, this
becomes a baptizing of the water for the sake
of its mutual relations with us as subjects of
baptism. Even less, some technological forms
of reasoning have near-to-no sensitivit). (^au-
tion must be shown so that a notion of water
purity is not guided by a logic of steriliza-
tion. This is not going to be easy, given that
many pollutants in water occur naturally, or
because the crowded planet has inade for new
incursions of namrally occurring pollutants
to make their way into sources of water. Over-
sensitization must also be avoided where natu-
rally occuning. non-toxic phenomena do not
endanger the aquatic eco-system at any point,
such as turbidity, flooding and droughts.
Below, then, are a number of theses I would
propose for the beginning of a theology of
water purification as a subset of eco-theology:
1. An aquatic hermeneutic that acknowl-
edges an aquatic dimension to theological and
philosophical expression.
2. A theological aquatics that expounds
the richness of the aquatic metaphors of the
Christian theological and liturgical tradition.
3. An aquatic spirituality full of the bibh-
cal metaphors connected with personal puri-
fication which will fuel a concern for the pu-
rity of the aqueous object. This makes for a
sense of bi-directional purification according
to a single religious sensibility. Just as by the
Spirit of God there is a baptismal regenera-
tion, so by an aquatic spirituality there is a
regenerative baptism of water. One must think
theologically about the chief types of pollut-
ants: microbial, inorganic, herbicides and pes-
ticides, organic, atomic.
4.A philosophical aquatics that recognizes
how thinking about the earth is always also
thinking about water.
5. An aquatic ethic, motivated by a sense
of the rights of water as well as water rights,
which will be inclusive of the full spread of
the natural/created order The use of rivers,
as well as the building of reservoirs, is in view
here. What to do with watershed areas as
sources of natural water supply challenge the
human communit) in essential ways. Pre-
ser\'ing unique aquatic ecosystems and their
imperiled inhabitants, along with meeting in-
creased water demands, is a careful balanc-
ing act. "Water rights" will come to mean
more than merely which human community
has a right to water use. The water itself will
have a "right" to purit}' and sustainability.
whether in its flowing or non-flowing state.
In addition, a universal aquatic concern ap-
plies here, recognizing the continuum that
exists between surface water and ground wa-
ter. Their purity is mutually conditioned.
Regular hydrogeologic reporting is necessary
for ascertaining the kind of use and misuse of
aqueous objects that is taking place.
6. Water purity becomes an integral part
of eco-theology and earth ethics. Water pu-
rity becomes a critical theological moment in
the very practice of baptism.
7. An aquatics of wilderness management.
Nothing reveals the symbiosis of the human
steward of nature and the divine creator of
nature more than wilderness management.
This claim is made because wilderness is a
highly technologized region, scientifically and
culturally selected for its perceived pristine
quahties and natural attractiveness. Of course,
because of the migration of elements through
weather and other means of interconnected-
ness. wilderness areas also require unique pu-
rification methods of their aquatic bodies.
Ideas of "total water management" must in-
clude the most farsighted thinking about wil-
derness aquatics.
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Endnotes:
1
.
Taking with utmost seriousness the death
of Christ as sacrificial and salvific for all dy-
ing humanity, the entire sacrifice is summed
up in scripture by reference to the blood of
Christ, the fluid of life itself.
2. In the mode of aspersion, the act is a ritual
application of the blood of Christ to the con-
secrated and regenerated Christian.
3. Cf. Hardv.
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